languages that are genetically unrelated to Chinese, as well as Vietnamese, a genetically related language. Still today, it remains the preferred writing form of the majority of people in East Asia.' But this cultural influence appears to have been limited to China's eastern and southern neighbors.
The states of Central Asia, whose relations with China antedate those of Japan and Korea by several hundred years, did not adopt the Chinese script. Eventually, and at about the time China's eastern neighbors adopted the Chinese script, they adopted the writing of the Sogdians, hence a script of Aramaic origins.2 The exception to this rule were the Ch'i-tan, a Turkic people; the Jurchen, a Tungusic people, and the Tangut, commonly assumed to be of Tibetan origins but probably a Turkic people.3 Even though all three laid political claim to China, they did not adopt the Chinese writing system as such, but created their own writing systems merely using the Chinese script as a model.
The Tangut script, promulgated as the official script of the Hsi Hsia state around 1033 and standardized around 1036, was in common use within the Tangut state for slightly more than 200 years.4 A superficial glance at a Tangut character, especially a superficial glance at a text in Tangut script, gives the impression that there does exist a great deal of similarity between it and a Chinese character. However, the Tangut character has substantially more strokes than the average Chinese character and the stroke sequence, or arrangement, seems random and exceedingly complicated. The two examples below illustrate the graphic difference between a Tangut character (on the left) and a Chinese character (on the right).5 5
The Tangut script has all the appearances of being one of the most difficult and complicated writing systems ever devised. The fact that Tangut is a dead language, that it has not been used for nearly 750 years and was rediscovered only at the beginning of the present century as well as the absence of Tangut primers, renders the analysis of the character structure all the more difhcult. In the absence of any obvious clues, the difficulties seem to be such that the efforts made by a number of scholars have failed to provide, as yet, an acceptable analysis of the Tangut writing system.
